Abstract. Risk-sensitive foraging theory is based on the premise that unpredictable runs of good or bad luck can cause a variable food source to differ in fitness value from a fixed food source yielding the same average rate of gain but no unpredictability. Thus, risk-sensitive predictions are dependent on the food intake from variable sources being not only variable but also unpredictable or 'risky' in outcome. This study tested whether unpredictability is a component of the value that foraging starlings, Sturnus vulgaris, attribute to food sources that are variable in the delay to obtain food. Two groups of birds chose between a fixed and a variable delay option; the variable option was unpredictable in the risky group and predictable in the risk-free group in the overall rate of intake it yielded. In both groups the fixed option was adjusted by titration to quantify the magnitude of preference for predictable and unpredictable variance. On negative energy budgets both groups were significantly risk-prone, with the risky group being significantly more risk-prone than the risk-free group. Switching the birds to positive budgets by doubling the size of each food reward had no significant effect on preference, and similar trends to those found with negative budgets were observed. These results are not readily explained by risk-sensitive foraging theory, but may be explained by the algorithm used by the birds to attribute value to average expected rewards.
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The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
Environmental variance is well known to affect the foraging decisions made by animals. One manifestation of this is that two food sources with the same average long-term rate of gain but different variances in rate of gain are seldom treated as having equivalent value (for reviews see Barkan 1986; Real & Caraco 1986; Stephens & Krebs 1986; Gibbon et al. 1988; Bateson 1993) . The dominant evolutionary framework for explaining why such preferences have evolved is risk-sensitive foraging theory. This comprises a number of different models capable of explaining sensitivity to variance all of which rely on the assumption that there is a non-linear relationship between rate of food intake and fitness (for a review see McNamara & Houston 1992) . However, despite the fact that risk-sensitive foraging theory is one of the most sophisticated areas of modelling in behavioural ecology, and has prompted many experiments, supporting evidence for the theory remains scarce. The daily energy budget rule is the most intuitively appealing, and as a consequence, the most often tested prediction to emerge from risksensitive foraging theory. This rule says that an animal choosing between food sources yielding equal average rates of gain should be risk-averse, that is prefer a low variance option, when this yields a rate of gain high enough for it to survive the night, but be risk-prone, that is prefer a high variance option, when the low variance option does not meet this requirement (Stephens 1981) . Theoretically, the energy budget rule applies whether the variability is in the amount of food or in the time delay to obtain it (McNamara & Houston 1992; Zabludoff et al. 1988 ), but whereas a few experiments have found support for the energy budget predictions when variability is in amount of food (for the most convincing demonstration see Caraco et al. 1990) , no experiment has succeeded in showing the predicted shift in preference when variability is in delay to food or in effort required per food item (for attempts see Ha et al. 1990; Ha 1991; Case et al. 1995) . One possible explanation for these failures is that the experiments have tested the wrong model
